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Abstract 
This study aims to identify the relation between homeless people’s age and behaviour, thus revealing useful behavioural markers. 
We divided participants in three age groups (20-35, 36-50 and 51-65 years old). The considered variables were: self-image, 
emotional state, way of relating to the future, group affiliation, alcohol consumption, resort to other social services, formulated 
complaints, motivation for change, tendency towards dissimulation. Results show that participants aged 20-35 assign 
responsibility to others and they are more gregarious than participants aged 36-50. Younger participants are more conflictive and 
older participants have higher tendency towards dissimulation and alcohol consumption.
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1. Research premises 
The Romanian society is facing an economic situation that determines the impoverishment of a larger and larger 
population sector. Many persons who lost their income or young people that cannot find a job end up living in the 
streets, approximately  5000 individuals in Bucharest and more than 14 000 people all over the country (Dan & Dan, 
2005; Badea, Popescu, Negru & Constantin, 2003). For social workers dealing with taking over and assisting these 
socially vulnerable people, the way they react or participate in their social reinsertion is an endless challenge.  The 
way in which these persons bear the effects of living in the streets and the mark of the street, seen as a place for 
survival, left on their personalities have been less studied in Romania (Badea, 2010). We already know from 
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specialized literature (Declerk, 2001; Avramov, 1999; Fourmier, Mercier, 1996; Layton; 2000) that a certain 
degradation (physical, psychological, social) is inevitable. 
Who are adult homeless people? How did they end up in the streets? What are their needs? What can we do about 
them? These are some of the questions formulated by various specialists (sociologists, psychologists, psychiatrists, 
social workers, anthropologists etc.). They found proper answers for the time and the social context they were living 
in. 
Adult homeless people constitute a disadvantaged social category. They have limited access or they are even 
excluded from medical and social public services. This phenomenon is not a new one. The most fragile categories of 
society are part of the excluded ones. There are few exceptions and we are talking about a valid observation in 
different times, different continents, under different political regimes. The permanence of the phenomenon can hide 
its complexity. The operational definitions are often missing. Explanations are frequently reduced to the socio-
economic dimension. Thus, divorce, income shortcoming, higher prices in real estate, falling living standards 
(impoverishment) and the uncertainty of a job are often invoked reasons for loss of home. This explicative 
dimension is not neutral because it guides public policies.  
Living in the streets turns out to be a self-destructive process which modifies the way to relate to health: social 
desirability norms become more and more meaningless, perception of pain and medical emergency is altered, except 
for very severe cases. This abandonment of one’s own body and life’s difficulties in the streets render the 
encountered medical pathologies more complex. 
In  Romania,  the  study  of  homeless  people’s  behaviour  is  still  in  the  beginning,  as  we  have  already  mentioned  
above. This research adds to the current knowledge in the field, especially in our cultural space. Basically, it opens 
up a new direction of research and the obtained results have a wide practical applicability.
The study is based on a ten-year experience of psychologically assisting adult homeless people in projects carried 
out by Medecins Sans Frontieres-Belgium (2000-2004) and Samusocial-Romania (2005-2009). In our daily 
observations during counselling sessions for adult homeless people, we have noticed there are some differences in 
their way of behaving with those around them and relating to oneself (the way they describe themselves, they 
perceive their own needs, they relate to past, present and future). 
2. Method 
The objective of this study is to identify the relation between adult homeless people’s age and their common way 
of behaving within the environment they survive in. 
In order to achieve this goal, we have initially identified a series of aspects related to behaviour (variables) 
frequently encountered in homeless people. For the next step, we aimed to identify the presence or absence of these 
characteristics in three homeless people groups, selected according to “age” variable. We also intended to compare 
the groups as independent samples in order to identify the relation between age and the rest of the considered 
variables. Those specific variables: self-image, emotional state, way of relating to the future, group affiliation, 
alcohol consumption, resort to other social services, formulated complaints, motivation for change, tendency 
towards dissimulation – were formulated and extracted based on work instruments applied to 90 participants. They 
were adult homeless people from Bucharest who had been involved in a psychological assistance program during 
2006-2009. 
For a clear understanding of the presented data, we mention that: 
x Group A consists of participants aged 20-35 years old,  
x Group B consists of participants aged 36-50 years old, 
x Group C consists of participants aged 51-65 years old. 
2.1. Investigation methods 
Data were collected by means of the following methods: semi-structured interview, observation and case study. 
The reason for choosing these methods resides in the fact that participants were homeless people enrolled in a 
psychological counselling program. Their capacity of verbalization and self-disclosure is limited in comparison with 
normal population, as a result of social isolation. 
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2.2.  Data processing and analysis methods 
Given the objective of this research and the nature of the collected data, we turned to qualitative methods: content 
analysis and case study; and to quantitative methods: Mann-Whitney and Wilcoxon non-parametric tests for the 
comparison between independent samples in order to process and analyse data. 
3. Results 
After applying Mann-Whitney and Wilcoxon non-parametric tests for the comparison between independent 
samples to the three sub-groups formed according to “age” criterion, we obtained a series of results exposed in table 
1.
Table 1 – Significant differences between age groups 
Comparison Variables Man -Whitney U Wilcoxon W Z Sig 
Groups A - B Responsibility assignment 315,000 780,000 -2,416 .016 
Group affiliation 315,000 780,000 -2,337 .019 
Groups B - C Alcohol consumption 315,000 780,000 -2,186 .029 
Groups A - C Assignment of fault 315,000 780,000 -2,416 .016 
Group affiliation 255,000 720,000 -3,489 .000 
Declared relational difficulties 300,000 765,000 -2,583 .010 
Tendency towards dissimulation 315,000 780,000 -2,416 .016 
The results obtained by comparing the data belonging to group A and the ones belonging to group B show that 
there are statistically significant differences in responsibility assignment and group affiliation variables. Thus, the 
persons aged 20-35 years old (group A) are more tempted to hold the ones around them (especially relatives and/or 
public authorities) responsible for their current social situation, regardless of the period in which they ended up in 
the streets. More arguments on this matter are brought by the fact that many of the participants have not possessed a 
personal house until this age. Most of them come from former orphanages or from current care centres, from 
conflictive or disorganized families, they have been raised by grandparents or other relatives, far from their parents. 
Homeless young people usually think of themselves as victims of unfavourable events or circumstances and identify 
the source of responsibility somewhere in the outside, in the close social environment. 
The persons from group B (36-50 years old) are rather willing to consider that part of the responsibility for their 
social “cast away” belongs to them. These aspects are highly important for the intercessions of psychosocially 
assisting this social category because the adults are more willing to collaborate, to be involved in projects of social 
reinsertions, to “fix” somehow the mistakes from the past. Based on the principle that the others are “responsible” 
for their situation, homeless young people believe, according to their logic, that the solution for their crisis situation 
lies with other persons’ liability and responsibility (usually social workers from nongovernmental organizations or 
local public authorities). 
We also notice when it comes to group affiliation criterion that young people are more gregarious. Most of them 
report they have friends they often see or that they shelter together. Many of them show themselves at the day-care 
centre only in a group. For these participants, group affiliation may be a survival strategy. In addition, we may also 
explain this fact by means of their life experience because these young people usually belong to the “children of the 
street” category known for its “natural” organization form – the group (with a leader and action area). 
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As far as the comparison between group B and group C is concerned, the only statistically modified aspect is 
related to alcohol consumption, which appears to be higher in homeless persons aged over 50. However, we have 
noticed over time that participants from group B (36-51 years old) have the tendency to hide and deny this 
behaviour. They do not even admit it  when it  is obvious. For instance, when they are told: “I can see you are a bit 
drunk and I can smell alcohol!”, these persons respond: “I haven’t been drinking today, I only drank a bit last night 
(usually “a beer” or “a vodka”) and I didn’t have a place to crash, I have been wandering the streets all  night long 
and that’s why I’m tired”. Persons from group C (51-65 years old) easily admit they turn to alcohol on a daily basis. 
After comparing group A and group C, we notice there are statistically significant modifications in four variables: 
responsibility assignment, group affiliation, declared relational problems, tendency towards dissimulation. We have 
already discussed the first two characteristics above and we think interpretations are also valid in this case. 
The third indicator of homeless people’s psychosocial behaviour who act differently according to age is related to 
declared relational difficulties. Participants aged 20-35 years old state more frequently that they are difficult persons 
in the relationships with those around them and that they have often had relational conflicts. When asked about it, 
such a person can recall many situations in which he or she chose violence to solve a misunderstanding. Moreover, 
their way of communicating (voice tone, language) is far more aggressive than the one of older homeless people. 
Frequently, participants from group A do not take responsibility for themselves, as they think they are not “guilty”, 
and generate major crises in the day-care centre. They accuse specialists assisting them (social worker, psychologist, 
doctor etc.) of doing nothing or too little to truly help them. 
The tendency towards dissimulation is a behavioural indicator of homeless people which is more frequently 
revealed in persons over 50 years old, regardless of the period lived in the streets. They are more prone to offer 
incomplete, false or distorted information on their situation (especially biographical data). We think this behavioural 
variable is more significant in older participants because of the strong feeling of embarrassment and shame they 
experience given their current social condition as opposed to their status from the past. 
4. Discussions 
In daily practice, we have noticed that older people live more dramatically the situation of a person without a 
shelter or a social identity. The image of themselves from the past and memories of what they had are totally 
different from the current situation. Therefore, they feel the need to escape and to hide by forgetting, concealing or 
distorting some relevant data about their identity and their past. There are also many cases in which these persons 
simply refuse to offer biographical details about themselves, although these are necessary in order to be taken over 
for psychosocial assistance. They limit themselves to requesting material support and they do not want to reveal who 
they really are. We have had situations in which such persons have agreed to offer the required data, but only after 
they were assured that their relatives or children would not be notified about their social situation. When it comes to 
homeless young people, there is no previous self-image to strongly differ from the current one. 
As reminded above, most homeless young people come from social environments with profound affective and 
economical shortcomings (orphanages, care centres, conflictive and/or disorganized families, prison). Therefore, it 
is easier for them to accept reality as it is, to complain about it and to ask the ones around them to intervene in order 
to modify it. In conclusion, for homeless people over 50 years old it is important to remain as much as they can in 
the “shadow” of their past, while young people living in the streets take advantage of their social condition, 
sometimes exaggerating it, in order to be supported and to stimulate social responsibility of those around them 
(social workers, authorities). Over time, they develop a true “mentality of an assisted person” becoming addicted to 
social assistance services. 
Regarding the differences in “age” criterion, the results obtained in Mann-Whitney and Wilcoxon non-parametric 
tests for the comparison between independent samples reveal that participants from group A (20-35 years old) 
assign responsibility for their social condition to the ones around them (especially relatives and public authorities) 
and they are more gregarious than participants from group B  (36-50 years old). These statements are also available 
when comparing them with the participants in group C (51-65 years old). Moreover, young people appear to be 
more conflictive in a relationship and older homeless people have a higher tendency towards dissimulation. There is 
a single statistically significant difference between group B and group C regarding alcohol consumption, which is 
higher among participants from group C. 
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These pieces of information are extremely useful for the differentiated psychosocial assistance of adult homeless 
people with different ages and it enriches the knowledge on their specific psychosocial behavior. It is easy to notice 
that there are no classes or training programs in Romanian academic field aiming at the professional rehabilitation of 
homeless people. Therefore, the results of this research offer a series of concrete reference points needed by social 
workers who deal with this social phenomenon daily (for instance, the fact that young people of the street prefer to 
form groups, while the older persons are more solitary or the fact that alcohol consumption in the streets increases 
with age, which makes it more difficult to take over those persons). 
A future research may fathom knowledge regarding the differences between young and adult people living in the 
streets. It may stress the way in which each group responds to certain intervention methods and it may also 
investigate if the fact that they consider the others responsible for their situation affects young people’s motivation 
for their socio-professional reinsertion. Moreover, this study opens up the way for future researches that should 
identify the manner in which these persons perceive their needs after a long period of time spent in the streets, the 
extent to which they are aware of their health condition and concerned with protecting it. The results of these 
researches are also important for the intervention strategies and social policies aiming at the reinsertion of 
disadvantaged population categories. 
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